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PREFACE
This book waited for a closure for way too long. It is a peculiar problem of writing on the present. With each passing moment one experiences a shift in perspective calling into question some assumptions which until yesterday seemed firm. New circumstances demand a somewhat reworked frame of analysis, inviting a ripple of changes in the ordering of ongoing events and arguments. In 2011, the historical rout of the democratic left government in West Bengal brought a three and half decades of unbroken saga to its close. This gave the book, work for which started in 2009, a point of arrival. The present impasse of the democratic left was felt simultaneously on several fronts: electoral, organizational, and more importantly, ideational. Here we will trace the lineages of the crisis more particularly through the government of the Left Front, a coalition that the left managed to maintain for a record 34 years in West Bengal. The government, in the first decade of its existence, took some important legislative steps to provide social and economic security for the disadvantaged groups and to promote local democracy for curbing the influence of the bureaucracy.
In the early years the left evolved an art of conducting its government, which the book calls 'government as practice' . It strategically combined top-down policies with the lived experience of different population groups. The art was perfected through popular movements and alliancepolitics in the 1950s and the 1960s, which offered the backdrop for www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-1-107-10226-2 -Government as Practice: Democratic Left in a Transforming India Dwaipayan Bhattacharyya Frontmatter More information PREFACE x subsequent governmental projects of agrarian reforms and administrative decentralization in the late 1970s. This required a disciplined party and a complex structure of mass organizations for blending social democracy's ideological commitments with the everyday compulsions of postcolonial democracy. They helped the left consolidate its position among the rural and urban poor for an unprecedented duration.
However, the 'success' of the left in enlisting popular support also proved a bane, as its electoral triumphalism reproduced a stasis of predictability and famished its veins for infusing fresh ideas, so necessary to grapple with the contingencies of the 'new' economy in a rapidly transforming India. The gap proved costly, as the left failed to come up with an appropriate alternative to capital-led acquisition of farmlands, and faced a debilitating defeat with the alienation of its own constituency. Employing a mix of conceptual analysis and empirical interrogation, the book closely follows West Bengal's democratic left experiment from its record electoral run to its present political stalemate.
The book could not have been written if I did not have the opportunity of conversing over many years with Partha Chatterjee at the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta. His understanding of the region and its people in both their historical depth and contemporary complexities is unmatched. For me he brought home the point that the principal challenge for social science research is explaining a changing reality through conceptual tools that are widely connected yet sharply tuned to particular social, cultural and linguistic practices. With all my inadequacies, I owe a good deal of my intellectual curiosity to his generous time, his sharing of ideas and thoughts in the course of our numerous interactions.
The environment at the Centre has been central to my work. As an institution it always encouraged exchange across disciplinary boundaries within a convivial milieu through its regular seminars and M.Phil courses. Without a 'base' here, and the empathy of its current Director, Tapati Guha-Thakurta, I would not have had the chances of carrying out my fieldwork or getting a break during the last couple of months of intense writing. In working out my initial ideas, Anjan Ghosh was my most intimate sounding board. I have not known any other academic so PREFACE xii I also had the good fortune of growing up in a broadly leftwing familial milieu, where some who surrounded me had a deep attachment to politics, either as activists or academics. Of my paternal uncles, Sankarnarayan was a disciple of M. N. Roy in his Radical Humanist phase, Natanarayan and Naranarayan were both incarcerated for their communist activities in the late-1940s, Sundarnarayan worked as a courier when the party was underground. In the extended family circle on my mother's side, political discussions and differences were rife among a large set of uncles and aunts who were either teachers or politically committed journalists. A leaner and rudimentary version of the chapter on the school teachers in democratic left politics first evolved in the 1990s as a collaborative research work with some colleagues at the Centre for Political Studies in Jawaharlal Nehru University. One cannot but recall Aswini Ray, Balveer Arora, Bishnu N. Mohapatra, C. P. Bhambhri, Gurpreet Mahajan, Kuldeep Mathur and Zoya Hasan for their good wishes. Over the last couple of years Niraja Gopal Jayal, Pralay Kanungo and Sudha Pai constantly nudged me to complete this book. Shubhra and Kunal Chakrabarti, Sheila and Ramprasad Sengupta and Sanku Bose warmly opened their doors for me during my stay on campus.
My special debts are to a large pool of friends. Some -like Bhaskar Roy, Prafulla Dasgupta, Shantanu Ghosh (who shockingly passed away two years ago), Srikumar Mukhopadhyay and Ujjal Chakrabarty -were neighbourhood friends whose solidarity has withstood the test of time. 
